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::' .- ewhen the narrator 1n the Langston Huges nove1; S1mp1e Takes a Wife,
. \
asks $1mp1e, "Why do xdﬁ sometwmes say 'I were, and -at other ‘times, 'I.

was,' S1mp]e respends w1th the common sense statement "Because somet1mes
4

I were and somet1mes I was :..! I was at N1agra FaI]s and I were at the -

/\

Grand Canyon-- since that were ]n the d1stant past. I' was,more recently.at. .

N1agra Falls." . - | ’ L A \ MY
Cova,

"I see [the narator responds} Was is more immediate. Were is way
_— ' - .

back _yonder.*" "o . o ' o

1

PSomewhat1y right. But not being colleged 11ke you, I ‘do not a]ways

(S i . s,
speak 1like I carie form the Nprth ol, i - PN \' .

¢ -
. '
- ] ’ .

' For the last twenty jéars, 11/{-- haxe-been fur1ous]y ana1yz1ng’ .

‘ .
the 1a1ect of S;mp]e and his. peer Eng11sh tea%’ers can "co]]eqe

themy Colleging them has become esp)» f _y important in compos1t1on courses.

‘Becatse T1ngu1st1c ana]yses~of Black. Eng11sh Vernacu]ar (hereafter referred to

»

as BEV), compos1t1on teachers mow kRow that qrammat1ca1‘structures such.as ¥
‘. -«

1ack of‘agreement between subJect and verb (he go), absence of Z possess1ve

morpheme (the boy hdt s red), and phonolog1ca] features such as f“na]

- .

consonant c]uster reduction (tes for tfgt) and subst1tut1on of alveolar, stops

.- /t/ and /d/ for dentalffrtcat1ves /e/ and /d/ Ltree for three and ‘dem far .
] 4

thed are character1st1c of . BEV However, paying too attent1on to the ':
grammat1ca1 and phono]og1cal features of BEV gives a d1storted view of the
ST . Black speech commumty. Such a 1ack of perspectwe too easﬂv can lead to the
. 1dea thati"street" or. "gang" talk is the pr1mary,.or perhaps on]y, sty]e that
B]ack students have when they.start college. As a' resu]t, as soqn the

compos1t1on teaché;ﬁnot1cesrd1a1ect.1nterference between BEV and Edited

o . o -
.
, '




- them to act

necessary ‘for teachers to keep in mind that the co]]ege freshman, simply by

"[has] acquired an abi1ity to shift towards the standard 1anguage and has .

. cu]ture, there is a wide variety of sty]es. R1chard-wr1ght a ]1ngu1st at_

approval of peer group members. B L ‘ SR . f /-
;, Th1s sh1ft1ng between soc1a1 req1sters he1p to produce 1nherent » ‘;;
. ' ) . .; ) . i :.' . PR
} , S - . ) ) b4 < >
S ) Coe '
13 ! \ ’ I A . . .
) “ .‘ Y VU,‘ ‘ 4 . : ‘ )

the self fu1f1111ng prophecy. All too often students react as teachers eipect’

o : variety of behaviors in which it was -

s . . a ‘more standard-nature wer& ca]]ed for.3

A3

) oy . Stv]istic.Varﬁatﬁon 2 -
C » ’ ' M - ~

. Ed1ted Standard Eng11sh (hereafter referred to as ESE), he/she all too often

conS1ders the studeﬁt to have a’ ghettoese menta11ty. After a]] these.are”™ .

character1st1c of) 1ower class, B]ack ghetto Speech The danqer 1n such

.

stereotyp1ng is. that it too often Teads to dehuman1zat1on‘of students and to

3

- . “ ‘
. “

It is 1mportant to remember that the B]ack commun1tv, Tike any,speech '

D]
commun1ty, 1s not 11m1ted to a s1ng1e sty]q«of sBEech Tt -is also

being in college, is what Laboy would calg a "lame" so that" he dnevttably,
[had} more occas1on to do so.'.'2 However, even in the peer centered street

. Howard Un1vers1ty, po1nts out that when he was growing up in Washlngton, D. C

0ur peer group behaviors were one of ag "«
. [ .

. ) important to demonstrate competence. RN
In add1t1on to “vernacu]ar".... we enqaged R

- ~.‘«. v u{ a var1ety of natura] 1nterataon with _ . \\\
' ’ cgmmun1ty peop]e 1n5wh1ch other var1et7es . .

E
H

In fact Wright emphas1zed thaf‘be1ng ab]e to'sk1}1fu11y man1pu1ate a more S

elaborate language on certa1n appropr1ate dcdass1ons ?ece1ved the vocal

i
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variablility. -Most features that characterize BEV f]uctuate s6 that they

can be quantified For instance), Wolfram foundEthat absence of agreement ,

s o

between -subject and verb occurred Yoz of the time and absence of the °

3 L4

‘possessive {Z} morpheme ocgurred 34% of the time (A Sociolianistic

Description of - Detroit Negro Speech). With the posSibie exception of

iterative 25!, the use of which cannot <be tabu]atedg~ﬂone of features of

1

_BEV, were categorical. It is this inherent variabiiity that causes the

problem in teaching composition. T \ ‘ ,.‘

*Because students come intp college with variabie rules, their papers '

-

‘are inconsistent w1th respect to gﬁhmmar. Characteristic featupes of BEV

are‘sometimes present and sometimes absent in the spge paper “and sometimes

even in ‘the same sentence. Ghe teacher's reaction to these inconsistencies,

|
‘ or variable ruJes, is often the determining factor in the success orkfaiiure ‘

of the composition student It'TS important for the teacher to remember that
these gpparent inconsistencies are the result of the inberent variabiiity of
. s v ‘

BEV not laziness or care]essntss on the part of,the student. In the course

-

of language evo]ution a change which begins as a‘gariabie rule often goes to .

compietion and becomes categorica1

' . .

process of;ianguage change as the s

It is the teachhr S Job to speed up the
dent moves from informal oral street
,

]anguage to formal written language which requires the cateqoricai rules of
1 " . - « ‘e

~ . . -
k3 o >

forma}fgraMmar. : , ) .

' ’

rJn helping the student master appropriate usage as he/she moves from ‘
inforfal to for@ai settings, the teacher must remember that when’ there is
variation in 1inguistic rules, different sociai va]ues are attached to,e‘th

variant. what happens is that the socia1 values of the group who use the

' b

L]

-
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g fcommumcat*;on, However, their speech patterns dlffer radically from what 3

' c]assroom is a 1ow context envnronment one With a‘1ow degree of shared -

. .
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variant become attached tol.it. . It is this promu]gat1on and sol1dar1ty of

group 1dent1ty that g1ves BEV 1ts power. What the compos1t1on teacher must
¥

. do'is to make the B]ack student.understand that the use qf ESE var1ants

{
s does not necess1tate a reJect1on of his OWN cu]ture in faer of wh1te

\

m1dd1e c1ass cu]ture. .- J o ",

R4

. Td do th1s the teacher needs to be aware of the student's verbaI code :

.and” to make the student aware that he/she is trying.to ajd him in deveIop1ng a

. ’ R {
forma] written style whi%h will extend his commun1cat1ons network, not chanqe

-

. or errad1cate his oral code. As anyone. who' has worked w1th inner c1ty youths

>

kpows, BEV Speakers are qu1te verba1 and have a keen sense of oral.

expected in col]ege\c1asses in’ significant wajs.~
’ ‘ ) ., )

‘,First of all, the function of verbal games such as shucking; rapping,
and s1gn1fy1ng is 1nvo1ved w1th performance and audience part1c1pat1on.
‘ Because the, purpose of these games iS to assert onese]f and to arouse emotions 7/

in others, ‘the 1anquage needs to be what Joos 1n The Five C]dcks ca]Js casua]
v .

or intimate.: The sett1ng in whf/h the speaker performs is a]ways a high

i)

¢ontext s1tuatlon one where the;g Js. a high degree of shared knowledge and

.,

/Eackground 1nformatton. L o — »
Because B1ack students are ised to per o%m1ng in high context
[

s1tuat1ons, they do we]l whére there'as a h1gh degree of fam111ar1ty w1th
J

the s1tuation and the oeop]e In it. Unfortunateﬂy, the composition

knowTedqe..‘Fpr a compos1t1on program t&‘be effect1ve, it m;si deve]op the
student's ab111ty to deal effent1ve1y with 1dw context 51 t1ons. Because

& ", g . '




: the:necessary background information. .

. N Lo A
L, If the student is tp learn to control the Tow context written style
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L} . 4 l\
a low context Wr1tnng situat1on proh1b1ts the student from re]y1nq on »
nonverbal cues wh1ch are characterlst1c of the ‘peer group street cuTture, thei.. N

teacher needs to he]p the student 1earn to communicat¢ 1deas without d;pendlng

upon shared know?edge. The student negds to be shown ‘when and how ‘to prov1de

]

A\ d
ey

g

f

defnanded in.the c]assroom,.he must Tearn to avoid the’intrusfve‘g and the
’ : .

‘ subjective approach to Ris mater1a1 Because his reader does not_

,'necessaFT1y share the .basic set of prem1ses with h1m the stud%nt cannot ‘be o

‘assgred Qf communlcatlng with his aud1ence s1mp1y by 11st1ng a ser1es of.
-~ . +
concrete: exampTes. Nhat the student needs to 1earn is to state his prem1ses t
N

and then use the deduct1ve approach (un;h concrete examp]es) if he is go1nq to

’

communicdte pas{rhls peer group to the 1arger Eng11sh speaklng wor]d.~ e o

4

) The following two passages demonstrate how Mart1n Luther K1ng was able to ‘

4

‘

4

<
*yary hws style to f1t high as welP as 1ow context sltuat1ons. Of course, we '
v

" cannot expect our students torwrite as well as Ktngg but by jux osing
passages 1ike these, we'can”show the student what is expected ' . The First
passage, part'of the "I Have a"Dream" Speech was written for.a h1gh context N

s1tuat1on. It 'was a speech de11vered at the L1nco1n Memor*ial dur1ng the .

4
Freedom March on'Nash1ngton, D.CX,- in Auqust 1963. 1In many ways it is similar C
to a sermon in the Black church. Everyone in the audience a]ready knew K1ng s :
dream and supported 1t or they would not-have been there. _ ) ; ‘
A say to ‘you today, my qugnds, even though we 4.;', . . ‘. .."’.
face the d1ff1cu1t1es of today and tomorrow, . ' ( : : ,
I st{11 have a dream. Tt s g dréam rooted in " . ;'?;_Z .
. . . , ' - {' ) ) " ¥
. S, L
d 3 v . ' ' . o
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' ‘the Amer1can dream. I haVe a dream that one ’ ‘ ’ ) .\"," .
.o ~,day th1s natTon wi]] rise up and ]1ve out S

. the true meaning of 1ts creed:—4We hold these N
"truths to be se]f e§1dent thét a]] men are
created equal.’ o I have a dream that one day, .

on the red hills of,Georg1a;b50ns of .former

av

, ’
slaves and the sons of former %lavk owners

s+« will'be able tdsit down-together at the table of - o

. brotherhood I have a dream that gne day even °
_the state of M1s§1ss1pp1,'“‘state swe]tering " . C
with the heat of injustice, swe]ter1ng with the

heat of oppression, will'be transformed into an

*

asis of freedom and justicé. I have a dream S T e
" » . . .

that my/four 1ittle.children will one day live

the co]pr of their skin, but by the content of ’

)~the1r character, v ] . )
» The purpose of the Speech is to provwde an emotwonaT re]ease and/Lt the same o ~,

-

t1me to. prov1de a ra11y1ng point for the demonstration. It does this by
reca111ngr10mmon know]edge--the d1ff1cu1ties and the fruétrat1ons of the ~
moment--yefi it also offers hope- for tomorrow. Note the rith descr1pt1ve . w. g
phrases' "deeply rooted in the American dream," "a desert state swe]ter1ng

¢

" W1th the heat of 1njust1ce," and "transformed 1nto an oasns of freedom and

justice." *3 . . e . : - d
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Because the speech "does.. carry’such 3 pgwerfu] emotional 1mpact the .

é .‘c
repetztlon of "I haVe a dream" becomes a necessary communlcatton dev1ce to .

(4 .

dr1ve home to the audlence the important p01nts. Justtce, equa]qty, and-

LI

3
brotherhood for B1acks is.a dream today. Nhlle it mayobecome a rea]tty*
tomorrow, today 1t is st111 on]y a dream. At is by means of repet1t/on that

King is ab]e'UJtmke certatn that the semantlc meantng of hts message is not .,

-

x4

swa]Towed up in’ 1ts emot1ona1lsm ’ . v v.

&

Ks beautiful and as .effectivg as’this passage\'s-—and much of it is
) - | /
poetry, comp]ete w1th a111terattop and metaphore-~1t is not the type of

: wrtttng that is demanded in co11ege composltton c]asses. Because 1t is’

)

addressed‘to a group that shares a comnon set of premtses, it does not need to:

i ]

present background 1nformatlon. Because the aud1ence shares a common set Qf

goa]s, it does not need to present a 1ogwca1 argument or Rew 1nformat10n. )

-

-

¢

Most of the speech, 1ike a sermon in the B]ack church 15 a. restatement or‘
" elaboration of the I have a dream the51s wht]e 1n3ust1ce exgsts today, I
dream tomorrow will be better. Bécause of tzese features, it 1s not a good.
examp]e of what'a composition shdi\d be. "It does ndt have any nonstandard¥
grammat1ca1 features so that it would be a pa§s1ng paper.- Howevgr ’t does
Tack a thesis statement and the three support1ng paragraphs. . The r1ch ..
descriptive phrases, the Tack of sentence var1ety (too much para11e117m and
the: faulty paragraph structure are-all e?ements that coT]ege students are’

expected to avo1d in the1r wr1t1ng However, the most cr1t2%12ed element of’

the speech probab]y would. be the repetltion of "I have a dream " As the

Harbrace Co]]eqe Handbook 8th ed., the oft-quoted b1b]QLfor compos tion
teache/s—c1ear1y states, ...be careful din your wr1t1ng not ‘to -use the same -

‘word twice or to make the same statement twtce in s]tght]y dlfferent ords"
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o (po247) n type, if- not .in qua}1ty, K1ng s speech is the k?nd of,wr1t1ng
‘. \that many 1nnen czty Black freshman turn 1n for the1r first themes., - Lo .

. ﬁn contrastito the "I have a Dream" speech, the second examp]e of King's
A : : wr1t1ng'1s the type of wr1t1ng that‘nost composlttqp teachers wantw—he1r s
o student to wr1te. As opposed to the high context situation of the fépfst
°passage :h Testament of Hope" (K1ng s last published essay wh1ch appeared 1n

_thé January 1969 issue of Playboy) is a 1ow contextcone.‘

o

Yhenever~ I am askéd my opinion of the- ¢urrent o -
= state of the civil rights movement, I am forced

to pause: 1t is not easy to describe a cr1s1s - . e e
’ .
s0 profound that 1t has caused the most power-
. ful naﬁ1on 1n the world to stager in cpnfu51on ‘\\‘ ) -

and bew11derment, 'Today's problems are so acute .

<

X Dbecause-the.tragic evasions and defaults of

v ~ several centuries have -accumulated to disasterous (

proportions. The Juxuny of a leisurely approach
. . 4
~ to urgent solutions--the ease of, _gradualism--was o

- -

.Y fOrfeited by ignoring the -issues for too Iong. A . ’)' v

The nagion waited until the black. man was —

L] N *

explos1ve with fury before st1rr1ng 1tse1f ' Y

even to part1a1'concern Confronted now with N 2
_ ) the interreTated problems of;war, infiation,n ‘ )
', urban decay,~white blacklash and 2 climate of f* .
) ‘ v1o]ence, it is fonced to address. 1tse1f to ‘ ‘ o o
! . Y.

. race re13k1ons ?ad poverty and it is tragically . -

o unprepared. What might once havebeen a series

A

o
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ofvseparate problems now merge into a soedial

&

cr1ses of a]most stupefy1ng complex1ty. (p. 174)

Not1ce how 1mmed1ate1y K1ng beg1ns to f111 in- backgrbund 1nformat1on. He

e

tells us 1mmed1ate1y why he 1s wr1t1ng He uses. -none of the metaphor1ca1

v

1anguage of. the f1rst passage. A1l of the beaut1fu1 paral]e11sm of ‘the first
passage %s absent Instead he develops the argument in a stra1ghtforward

manner. He 1eaves noth1ng, or. as little as poss1b1e, for the reader, to '

assume., In the rema4n1ng part of the passage;\he goes on to demonstrate how
' war, 1nf1atﬁon urban decay, Wh1%e backlash, and a c11mate of v1o1ence are

1nterre1ated and how race relations and'poverty are part of the same soc1a1 ‘

' cr1s1s. Techn1ca11y, it 1s a marye1ous example, of the type of wr1t1ng that is-

expected from compos1t1on students. However, as excellent as it is, it is no

]

, 7 .
"better" than the flrst example. It'simply better fits thé formal, low

context criter1a demanded in composition classes. ) i
»
In a1d1ng the student' s move from a h1gh congext vernacular style’ to a

— 1

1ow context formal or elaborated sty]e, compos1tﬁon teachers need to be aware

-

.

of ipherent variability. As students first beg1n 1earn1ng lTow context .

. .-
wr1t1ng, the teacher shoudd _expect sty11st1c, as well as grammatical

var1at1on, bétween4the two systems. .However, as the formd'l wr1t1ng system
beComes 1nterna11zed the sty11st1c var1ab1e rules should become 1nvar1ant
”Because mov1ng from the h1gh context vernacular S1tuat1on to. the.low context
writter’ s1tuation.1nvolves a fuhctional shift with a.set of grmépatica] rules
which are‘categorical; it is more efficient.to treat the grammatical . )

d1fferences between BEV and ESE as a set of.- stylistic features depenéent upon

a formalmcode not ,as separate 1tems. To do th1s, composit1on teachers need

papew. . -
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to show students how low context sdtuations and formal grammatical usage are - .7

e ' . v ‘ L , .
linked, : . ‘ L B

-
. ¥ . - L e ®
Al - e - ¥ )

In moving to Tow context~s1tuat1ons, the teacher needs to keep in m1nd

that in BEV cuTture, the words themse]ves are~hot as 1mportant as the context P

1n»wh1cﬁ they are used It is the soc1a] sett1ng and the sty?e of de11very

- -

{
that determ1ne the meaning. For examp]e, the term bﬁd can s1gn1fy negat1ve
'qua11t3es as in "He! s a bad man" or pos1t1ve qualities as in ."He's a baaad . <
man," depend1ng€hpon %he 1ntonat1on‘9nd stress. Teachers ;h~u1d not make thee°' .

_m1stake of Tooking at the 1nd1v1dua1 wérds, phrases or grannat1¢a1 un1ts to .

&

.determ1ne fhe verbal ab111+y of +h°=r students. t is essentxa] to cons1der. . .
:the soc1a1 sett1ng, frame of reﬁbrfnce and. context to determ1ne the1r verba] B

‘.dexterwty; By fa111ng to aﬂy attention to the verba1 pattetns, the teacher

s S
makes ft d1ff1¢u1t for B]ack students to ach1eve success gn schoo] Ear]y in : T

. h1s/her educat1ona1 experTence the. B]ack‘ch11d has learned«that if he wr1tes -

-

‘as he talks, the: teacher will cons1der h1s/her work 1nadequate. For this

™
reason most B]ackhitudents have deve]oped a phob1a aga1nst wr1t1ng by 7fhe time

© y t
they reach college and are often convinced that they cannot wr1te, S

By demohstrat1ng the d1fferences between formal, low context style and

1nf rmal, h1ggscontext stylg and when each 'should be used, teachers can

ef ectively help students make'the trans1t1on to college wnnt1ng. To do th1s, . C T

e teacher must be exp11cit about the, character1st1cs of each sty]e and when

M

o L

Concentrat1ng on trad1t1ona1 qrammar drills seems .4
» TRy e
4 .

. . T .
‘-’ . . T " \,', / ' .

. . L

12 ‘




b ‘ " . . 2/ L.t "" ! - .

- \@ . Vo . . ‘ Lo Styh’stic Variation 11
' : ’ ‘s . N B Co
R . . N : N o, T ..

to have httTe effect on’ student wr1t1ng un]ess the dm 1s'are fnt.egrated viitﬂ'.

* A

exercxses that c]amfy Tow context s1tuat10ns. MOdIfngg grammatma] usage in r,

L d l

1tse1f wﬂ] °not 1mprpve\wr1t1ng As ’51mp1e féHs the Tarratbr, "I‘lwther is: or.

.~

expenswe to the psyche than the funera]s& of drdppmg ut pf schoov'l
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